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Plants for Rain 
Gardens
Water and the Landscape continued on page 7
Plants for Rain Gardens continued on page 4
Drainage swale and naturalistic front yard landscape in residential development near Chicago. 
(Photo courtesy Steve Rodie)
Reclaiming the Rain—
Nebraskans Address Water Issues
Not a Waste Product continued on page 2




















































































































garden). If most of the water flowing into 






































Everyone Has a Part
Learn More





























































running down the gutter flows into this 
area	rather	than	into	the	storm	drain.		By	
placing	the	curb	cut	on	the	uphill	side	of	








ter.  This is referred to as the “first flush” 
or “5-minute flush,” and it contains the 
highest	percentage	of	pollutants	like	
metals,	petroleum	and	chemicals.	Most	












































































































































 In the first year or two, it’s all about 
the	soil.		Once	plants	are	established,	
their	root	mass	will	improve	water	





Residential rain garden in Lincoln.




































Above: This rain garden absorbs parking 
lot runoff at the Iowa Natural Resource 
Conservation Service office.
Below: Vegetated drainage swale between 
parking lots at Bass Pro Shops in 
Council Bluffs, Iowa.



























































on residential properties. These specific 
features	address	on-lot	treatment	for	
stormwater	in	one	of	three	categories:		










water infiltrates within 12-48 hours. Rain 
gardens	designed	with	an	underdrain	
system to enhance infiltration are 
classified as bioretention cells. 
	 Grassed swales, bioswales.		A	swale	
is	a	vegetated,	open-channel	management	
practice designed specifically to filter, 
infiltrate and accommodate stormwater 
runoff for a specified water quality volume. 
	 Vegetated filter strips	treat	sheet	
flow from adjacent non-porous surfaces. 
Filter	strips	function	by	slowing	runoff	
velocities and filtering out sediment and 
other	pollutants,	and	by	providing	some	













flow discharge to a storm sewer system. 
Additional benefits include reduction of 
urban	heat	island	effects,	increased	ther-




















eficial uses. In areas with slow drainage 



































 Drip irrigation is 90 percent effi-
cient;	traditional	in-ground	irrigation	sys-


























deep shade or in other difficult areas.
	 Protect	slopes	with	groundcover	














Rain garden at Iowa School 
for the Deaf in 
Council Bluffs, Iowa.
Sustainable landscape at 
Omaha’s National Park 
Service headquarters.




Rain barrels at Zuhrmuhlen residence in 















4so fierce that all the grasses and forbs 
are	shortened	and	nothing	is	allowed	
to	be	aggressive.	Grasses	will	keep	
aggressive wildflowers in check through 
competition	and	prevent	annual	weed	
seeds	from	taking	over	any	open	areas.	
The leaves and flowering stems of 
grasses	will	also	help	slow	down	fast-
flowing stormwater as it enters a swale 
or	rain	garden.	Moreover,	many	spring	





























































































































































 3-5’ h, 2’ w. Refined clump-forming 
species	with	dark	blue-green	basal	foli-
age and slender flower stems topped with 









































































Regional Native Wildflowers 
for	Wet	Soils
Acorus	calamus, sweetflag  2-4’ h
	 Classic	wetland	species	with	bright	











genta flowers in early summer; one of 




classy white flowers; rain garden, swales, 
wet	meadows,	wetland.
Aster	novae-angliae,	New	England	aster	
 2-6’ h, 2’ w. Popular wildflower has 
a	showy	display	of	violet	to	pink	daisy-








cloud of small creamy-white flowers top 















ate standing water; small white flowers 
are	not	impressive,	top	plants	in	July.
Plants for Rain Gardens continued from page 1
Calamagrostis	brachytricha,	Korean	
feather	reedgrass

















 coneflower  3’ h, 18” w.  Showy, 
pink/purple cone-shaped flowers in July-
August;	numerous	cultivars	developed	







like flowers in late summer; wet or dry.
Eupatorium	maculatum,	Joe-Pye	plant	
	 5-7’	h,	2-3’	w.	Impressive	plant	with	
flat-topped clusters of mauve pink flow-
ers	up	to	1’	across	in	late	summer;	a	but-

















blue, bottle-like flowers in fall never 
fully	open;	easy-to-grow	and	long-lived	
in	rich	soils;	sun	to	part	shade.
Helenium	autumnale, Helen’s flower 
	 4-5’	h,	2’	w.	Robust	grower	has	
blemish-free	foliage	and	masses	of	daisy-
like, bright yellow flowers in late sum-
mer;	best	planted	among	prairie	grasses	
to keep from flopping; easy-to-grow and 
dependable.
Iris	virginica	shrevei, blue flag iris 
	 2-3’	h,	2’	w.	Native	iris	forms	attrac-
tive	clumps	of	sword-like	leaves;	elegant	











like leaves and bold purple/pink flowers 
in	summer;	adaptable	and	easy-to-grow.
Lobelia	siphilitica,	great	blue	lobelia	












 Lovely wildflower with stiff, upright 
stems and very showy bright pink flower 
spikes	in	late	summer;	provide	intense	
competition	by	surrounding	with	grasses	





ters of pale white flowers July-Septem-
ber;	very	adaptable;	not	a	true	mint	and	
not	aggressive	like	the	common	Mentha.





































topped by a cloud of snowy white flow-
ers	in	early	summer.	Can	be	cut	back	
after flowering. Best in rich, moist soils.
Vernonia	fasciculata,	ironweed	4-6’	h,	2’	w
	 Showy	late	season	bloomer	topped	












w. Brilliant yellow umbrella-like flower 
clusters	in	April-May	are	reminiscent	of	






















soils and best used in confined areas or 
bordering	mowed	areas;	I	like	‘Plena’	for	
its	dark	green,	heart-shaped	leaves	and	
complementary small white flowers.
Iris	pseudoacorus, yellow flag iris  
	 5’	h,	3-4’	w.	Big,	robust	iris	with	
long,	sword-like	leaves;	bright	yellow	


















yellow flower spikes in early summer. 
Will	wilt	in	heat	of	summer	unless	given	
moist	soils	and	afternoon	shade.		





bright yellow, star-shaped flowers set in 
leaf	axils;	adaptable	but	best	in	consistent	




a golden shower of fireworks, only this 



















































































with significant amounts of fertilizer 
and	pesticides.		The	lawn	is	mowed	and	
trimmed	at	least	once	a	week,	produc-


























nificant impact on reducing stormwater 
flows and improving the quality of water 









































of developing the full cost-benefit ratio, 





Plants for Rain Gardens continued from page 5Fireworks	Continues	Green	Efforts
Winner	of	2008	Environmental	Leadership	Award
Top:  Landscape design for Fireworks.
Middle: This parking drain will be plugged to 
divert storm water to the rain garden.
Bottom: A rain garden is proposed for the 
drainage-way on the east side of the 
property, adjacent to a public bike path.








































Lobelia	cardinalis, cardinal flower 
	 2-3’	h,	18”	w.		Brilliant	cardinal	




Mimulus	ringens, monkey flower 3’ h, 18” w
	 Upright,	bushy	plant	with	shiny	
lance-shaped	leaves;	blue/violet	





and one of the best for water filtration. 
Large, shiny leaves; blue flower spikes 
in	summer	are	a	favorite	of	bees	and	





small, three-petaled flowers bloom on 
long	stalks;	spreads	by	rhizomes	to	form	
colonies;	best	in	wetlands	and	standing	
water; one of the best natural water filters. 
7flood threat in heavier rains.  In addition, 
shedding	the	stormwater	rather	than	
trying	to	absorb	as	much	as	possible	


















































































































































































































































It is full of fascinating and beneficial 




















significant amounts of pollution, greatly 
enhance	the	natural	diversity	in	our	
communities,	improve	the	health	of	our	




The late Paul Phaneuf of Alliance was ahead 
of the times with his low-input lawn that 
included a border of blue grama.
Poor irrigation practices can waste significant 
amounts of water, especially in areas 
adjacent to streets and sidewalks.
Steven N. Rodie, ASLA, Associate Professor/
Landscape Horticulture Specialist, UNL 













































O	 Neat and tidy versus fuzzy.  
The	character	of	a	rain	garden	can	
vary	from	loose	and	natural	to	more	


























O	 Rain gardens are best 








O	 Most rain gardens should 







create difficult areas in the garden to 
effectively	plant	and	mulch.	
O	 Precise slopes and level areas 












O	 Constructed berms should not 














O	 Protect locations that 
concentrate water flow. Wherever	
water flows into a rain garden (from 
downspout or surface flow) or out of 





water flow and protect the surrounding 
ground	surface	from	erosion.		
O	 An island versus an integrated 













O	 Not if it overflows but when. I	
have	seen	several	rain	gardens	de-
signed without a specified overflow 
location.	Every	garden	is	likely	to	






O	 Know the soil.	Every	rain	garden	
construction	manual	recommends	
that	tests	be	completed	to	assess	












O	 Twelve hours may be better 


























O	 Native or adapted plants; 
the keys are rooting depth, 






growth. This pattern significantly 
opens	up	pore	space	in	the	soil,	
which enhances water infiltration. 
Many	adapted	plants	and	cultivated	
varieties	of	native	plants	also	











flop when mature.     



















Rain gardens at a church (top) and
 college campus in Kansas City, Missouri. 
(Photos courtesy Steve Rodie)




Your membership dollars stay in the state, 
and 70 percent of funding flows back 
into Nebraska’s communities.
You receive garden-related 
publications, discounts on books, 
prints, notecards and plants and free 
admission to more than 100 botanical 
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